T cells and orbital connective tissue in endocrine orbitopathy.
In order to analyse the immunological changes in patients with endocrine orbitopathy (EO) the antigenic character of orbital connective tissue was studied. Counter-stimulation assays of patients' lymphocytes with autologous retrobulbar fibroblasts resulted in a markedly increased lymphocyte proliferation in comparison to incubation with retrobulbar control fibroblasts. Proliferation tests of retrobulbar T cell lines showed significant responses to autologous retro-orbital connective tissue proteins, with molecular weights of 6-10 kD and 19-26 kD. Phenotypic analysis of orbital T cell lines indicates that they consisted predominantly of CD4+ cells. Hyaluronic acid production of orbital fibro blasts following co-cultivation with lymphocytes of EO patients or controls revealed a threefold increased synthesis in patients with EO. Furthermore, distribution pattern of orbital extracellular matrix glycosaminoglycans (GAG) differs in EO patients in comparison to controls. The results suggest the presence of autoreactive T cells directed against antigens of orbital fibroblasts, whose stimulation results in an augmented GAG synthesis in patients with EO.